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On Dec 1, 2002, Costa Rica held its first-ever mayoral elections. Popularly elected municipal council
members previously chose mayors. Both national and international observers saw this change in the
electoral process as having great significance.
"This has always been the great paradox of Costa Rican democracy. We are an example of
democracy to other countries, yet we are the last to let the people elect a post as important as
mayor," said Randal Marin of the Instituto de Fomento y Ayuda Municipal (IFAM). Perhaps more
importantly, extending the electoral process is also a step toward decentralization of power and the
economic development of rural areas of the country.
"The process of expanding democracy will create the opportunity to overcome poverty by
developing local economies. This is the greatest challenge of decentralization," said Carlos Sojo,
director of the Facultad Latinoamericana de Ciencias Sociales (FLACSO). But these sentiments were
apparently lost on rank and file Costa Ricans.
Official figures indicate that the historic election attracted only 23% of the electorate. Sojo said that
decentralization has been slow to catch on in Costa Rica because citizens are relatively satisfied with
the country's strong central government. A FLACSO study showed that there is greater support for
decentralization in other Central American countries where the central government has terrorized
people in the past. In Guatemala, for instance, 60% of a polling sample were "very supportive"
of the concept, and fewer than 10% were against it. In Nicaragua, the figures were 50% and 5%,
respectively. For Costa Rica, the numbers were 25% and 23%. The low turnout was anticipated.
A piece in The Tico Times published before the elections offered as further explanation that there
would be no government money spent in getting out the vote and that the major political parties
had not yet recovered financially from costly presidential elections. These reasons may not be
exhaustive, however. The previous record for low voter participation, shattered by this one, was
posted just this past April in the second round of the presidential election. The analyses of Sojo and
Marin are not the only possible readings of the data.
Sociologist Jorge Vargas Cullel had a different view of the centralization question. "It is difficult
to get the people to vote when, because of such profound centralism, the municipalities have not
played a relevant role," said Vargas. The people just did not see importance in the election of
mayors.

It might have been the rain
Beginning two days before the election, severe inundations and mudslides destroyed infrastructure
and crops and isolated some populations in the northern and Caribbean reaches of the country. The
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Red Cross and La Comision Nacional de Prevencion de Riesgos y Atencion de Emergencias (CNE)
received several reports of fatalities and disappearances. President Abel Pacheco declared a national
state of emergency. Many roads were impassible, and the CNE reported that more than 5,000 people
had been relocated in the cantones of Matina, Talamanca, Sequirres, Sixaola, Limon, and Heredia.
Crediting the deluge, the Tribunal Supremo de Elecciones (TSE) suspended the elections in ten
cantones. No new date has been set for resuming the balloting. The rains did not fall on all of the
country. But even in the sunny south, good weather was not enough to encourage suffrage.
In San Jose, Johnny Francisco Araya Monge won with 36% of the sparse vote. Of 214,334 eligible
voters, 11,413 cast their ballots for the veteran of the Partido Liberacion Nacional (PLN),who has
spent nine years as municipal executive, and then mayor, of the capital city. Araya called his victory
"a triumph for the PLN, showing that the party is alive, that it has not died."
This election was a landslide, if the term can be used, for the country's most powerful parties.
The PLN, together with the Partido Unidad Social Cristiana (PUSC), won 93% of the 71 contested
mayoralties, throwing more doubt on the decentralization theory. The PUSC, the governing party,
won 42 of them, the PLN, 24. The emerging Partido Accion Ciudadana (PAC) captured one, as did
Curridabat Siglo XXI, Independiente Obrero, Autentico Paraiseno, and Guanacaste Independiente.
Of the 71 mayors elected, seven were women; of the 25 mayors who stood for re-election, 14 won.
Adding to the historic importance of the election, it was the first in Costa Rica to use electronic
voting. A pilot plan in 116 of the 6,028 polling places utilized the new machines. Sixty per cent of
those given the choice of electronic or traditional ballot voting opted to use the machines. This was
also the most expensive election in the country's history (see NotiCen, 2002-01-10).
Commenting that "the electorate has abandoned us," TSE president Oscar Fonseca said that the
state had spent the equivalent of US$6,981,016, surpassing the US$6,656,194 spent on the April
presidential election. This worked out to about US$9.85 for each of the 700,000 people who voted.
Political scientist Fernando Zeledon sees the outcome as the equally shared responsibility of the
citizens and the institutions the TSE and the parties. "The high abstention tells us that democracy
is vulnerable and that, if it is not taken care of, as it was not taken care of, you end up with major
problems." Zeledon explained that the institutions had had four years, since the reform of the
Municipal Code made it possible, to prepare for this election, and it should have been held jointly
with the April presidential election (see NotiCen, 2002-04-11).
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